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Divination And Deviation: The Problem Of Prediction And Personal
Freedom In Early China
Abstract
The question I address in my dissertation relates to the conundrum of the prediction of fate in early China.
How did the early Chinese people predict the future, and to what degree did they believe that the predicted
future is inevitable? I examine the history of divination from the Shang to the Han dynasties to show that the
belief in the power of anthropomorphic spirits weakened, and the universe was gradually conceived of as
working in regular cycles. The decreasing reliance on the power of spirits during the Shang period is reflected
in changes in bone divination. And divination texts from the Warring States period come to describe the
movements of spirits as being completely regulated by cosmic cycles. This changed conception of the universe
contributed to the formation of the idea of a predetermined fate. My analysis of various philosophical
literature of the Warring States period shows how the meaning of the term ming changed from unpredictable
events caused by superior powers to a predictable yet unalterable course of life. As a consequence of this
changed meaning, Han dynasty scholars needed to address the problem of personal freedom. I show that
while philosophers like Wang Chong argued for what is probably the most extreme case of fatalism in early
China, many other thinkers of the time chose to believe that while there is a predetermined course of life for
everyone, the course is always subject to change depending on circumstances.
The conclusion I draw from these analyses is that the idea of a completely predetermined fate did not gain
wide acceptance in early China because strong fatalism conflicted with popular divination practices. Even
though many acknowledged that people are born with a predetermined fate, they opted to believe that their
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																																																								4	Jao Tsung-I ֥ÿ器 and Zeng Xiantong ƛδʩ, Yunmeng Qinjian rishu yanjiu; Liu, “Taboos: An Aspect of 
Belief in the Qin and Han”; Poo, “How to Steer through Life”; Harkness, “Cosmology and the Quotidian.”	
5	Harper,	“The	Han	Cosmic	Board	(Shih	ĺ)”;	Cullen,	“Some	Further	Points	on	the	‘Shih’”;	Li	Ling	Ϥ˒,	“‘Shi’	yu	Zhonguo	gudai	de	yuzhou	moshi”;	Kalinowski,	“Les	instruments	astro-calendériques	des	Han	et	la	méthode	Liu	Ren.”	
6	Loewe,	“China,”	40.	Although	it	is	focused	only	on	the	change	from	bone	divination	to	yarrow	divination,	Léon	Vandermeersch	has	also	argued	for	a	process	of	“rationalization”	in	early	Chinese	divination.	Vandermeersch,	“De	la	tortue	à	l’achillée.”	His	arguments	will	be	more	thoroughly	discussed	in	the	first	chapter.	
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2. Changes in bone divination 





















































































































































































3. From oracle bone to yarrow 















































































































































































































































































































































































3. Permanent cycles of the universe 
During	the	late	Warring	States	and	Han	periods,	there	were	two	ways	in	which	diviners	postulated	unchanging	cycles	as	a	basis	for	predictions.	One	was	to	focus	on	real	cycles	that	are	rather	simple	and	therefore	extremely	unlikely	to	deviate	from	their	predicted	paths,	and	the	other	was	to	create	imaginary	bodies	whose	cycles	could	not,	by	definition,	deviate	from	their	predetermined	paths.	In	both	scenarios,	we	see	an	increased	power	of	the	cycles	to	the	point	that	the	natural	spirits,	who	were	the	guarantors	of	the	cycles	in	the	Chu	Silk	Manuscript,	succumbed	to	the	cyclical	patterns	and	lose	virtually	all	their	spiritual	powers.	The	cycle	that	represents	the	first	way	is	that	of	an	asterism	called	Beidou
Ɓ	(The	Northern	Dipper,	which	comprises	the	seven	brightest	stars	of	Ursa	Major).	Divination	by	the	cyclical	pattern	of	this	asterism	is	particularly	interesting	since	it	shows	a	linear	connection	between	divination	dependent	on	spiritual	powers	and	divination	dependent	solely	on	cyclical	patterns	of	the	universe.			
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1. Fate and Predetermination 





































































































































































































3. Ming in a patterned universe 

















































































































































































































1. Each with a different kind of ming 










































































































































































































































































































































































































































3. The non-fatalistic world of a three-ming theory 






























































































































































3.3. Predicting the future 
The	difference	between	Wang	Chong	and	Wang	Fu	in	willingness	to	acknowledge	powers	that	can	interfere	with	the	course	of	our	lives	is	further	associated	with	the	difference	in	understanding	of	the	future	and	the	possibility	of	predicting	the	future.	In	Wang	Chong’s	world,	living	creatures	and	polities	all	have	predetermined	ming,	and	there	are	no	other	powers	that	can	affect	the	course	of	
ming.485	This	means	that	the	future	dictated	by	ming	is	fixed.	And	since	he	acknowledges	the	possibility	of	future	prediction	by	means	of	physiognomy,	there	could	be	other	divination	methods	that	he	regards	as	similarly	effective.	In	contrast,	someone	like	Wang	Fu	may	not	believe	in	the	possibility	of	predicting	the	future,	as	he	believes	that	the	future	is	always	changeable.	In	practice,	it	is	Wang	Fu	who	shows	more	trust	in	various	popular	divination	techniques,	while	Wang	Chong	rejects	virtually	all	forms	of	divination	other	than	physiognomy.486	Wang	Chong	wrote	several	chapters	refuting	various	types	of																																																									484	“Minglu,”	Lunheng	jiaoshi,	20.	See	p.167	above.	
485	“Minglu,”	Lunheng	jiaoshi,	20.	
486	Kinney,	“Predestination	and	Prognostication	in	the	Ch’ien-Fu	Lun,”	33–36.	
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hemerology	and	geomancy,	and	explains	in	detail	the	unreliability	of	the	principles	behind	these	various	techniques.487	And	he	states	outright	that	dead	turtles	cannot	answer	the	questions	of	living	humans.488	The	reason	why	physiognomy	is	an	exception	to	his	criticisms	must	be	related	to	the	fact	that	all	other	divination	techniques	imply	a	possibility	of	change	in	the	future.	For	example,	when	one	is	performing	a	turtle-shell	divination,	there	is	an	implicit	understanding	that	one	can	choose	to	carry	on	or	not	to	carry	on	with	the	proposed	actions,	depending	on	the	results	of	the	divination.	Even	more	vividly,	daybooks	present	a	practical	guide	to	evade	harm	and	bring	about	fortune	by	selecting	auspicious	days.489	What	is	predicted	by	physiognomy,	however,	cannot	be	evaded	(at	least	not	in	Wang	Chong’s	view),	and,	if	done	right,	physiognomy	is	almost	infallible.490	If	a	prediction	based	on	physiognomy	ever	turns	out	to	be	wrong,	the	fault	probably	lies	with	the	physiognomist,	not	the	art—even	if	the	physiognomist	was	Confucius	himself.	
Ɲ̈óōȝЫ册ōɓֺ¿Ӊ出Ъ圭#ƀ
ƿç#ͷֻJȝ	ց																																																								487	The	chapters	in	which	he	argues	against	these	various	techniques	are	from	ch.68	“Sihui”	Åԟ	(The	Four	Taboos)	to	ch.74	“Jieshu”	ԒӺ	(Reproofs	on	techniques).	For	succinct	summaries	of	these	chapters,	see	Kalinowski,	Balance	des	discours,	CLXVIII–CLXXX.	
488	“Bushi,”	Lunheng	jiaoshi,	1000.	
489	Poo,	“Popular	Religion	in	Pre-Imperial	China,”	236–41.	
490	Zhu	Ruikai	argues	that	Wang	Chong’s	stance	on	physiognomy	is	not	as	strong	in	the	“Jiangrui”	chapter,	in	which	he	states	that	sages	all	have	different	physical	appearances,	and	even	a	sage	like	Yao	and	a	person	like	Wang	Mang	can	share	a	similar	trait.	Zhu	Ruikai	ȪȂĹ,	Liang-Han	sixiang	shi,	320.	However,	the	point	of	“Jiangrui”	chapter	is	that	it	is	impossible	to	label	a	person	a	sage	or	an	animal	a	unicorn	merely	on	the	basis	of	their	physical	similarities	with	some	well-known	descriptions.	It	does	not	mean	that	physiognomy	is	ineffective.	If	it	implies	anything	about	physiognomy,	it	is	that	the	art	is	subtle,	but	he	admits	this	fact	even	in	the	“Guxiang”	chapter,	as	shown	in	the	following	citation.	
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Ňî#ɸ)ֻȝŞÍ̍
ŞÍàŞÍŀ地
ŞÍ公Џֻčàɖ
՝
h̍Íŀ地ɖ
4h公Џֻ491	There	are	written	accounts	of	how	Confucius	[incorrectly	observed	the]	physiognomy	of	[his	disciple]	ha	Ziyu,	and	how	Tang	Ju’s	predictions	about	Cai	Ze	were	inaccurate.1	These	are	errors	that	derive	from	inattention.	Physiognomy	[involves]	external	appearances	of	what	is	hidden	and	subtle.	They	can	be	inside	or	outside.	They	can	be	on	one’s	physical	body	or	in	one’s	voice	and	breath.	Those	who	inspect	[only]	the	outside	miss	what	is	inside,	and	those	who	depend	on	the	physical	body	forget	about	the	voice	and	the	breath.	
This	kind	of	absolute	faith	in	physiognomy	is	impossible	for	the	defenders	of	the	set	theory,	as	they	believe	that	one	can	always	deviate	from	the	original	course	of	life,	depending	on	circumstances.	Thus,	even	while	agreeing	with	Wang	Chong	that	physiognomy	can	indeed	be	a	valid	means	of	future	prediction,	Wang	Fu	argues	that	a	predicted	future	is	only	a	possibility,	and	is	never	inevitable.		
pȝɖ
ɞơhšϸ
ɞN#ŋɡֻѺ#Ï
兼͗唐关
ĻҴѽ
ʷ#土
ˡǘ唐i
Ļɀɢֻ1	As	a	rule,	physiognomy	can	tell	[only]	the	extreme	[of	inborn	potential].	It	cannot	make	the	[predicted	events]	occur	necessarily.	In	a	field	of	ten	kinds	of	crops,	even	if	its	soil	is	rich	and	fertile,	if	one	does	not	plow,	one	cannot	harvest.	Even	if	a	swift	horse	has	all	the	[necessary]	physical	characteristics,	if	one	does	not	whip	it,	it	cannot	attain	[the	right	outcome].																																																									491	“Guxiang,”	Lunheng	jiaoshi,	122–23.	
492	These	anecdotes	are	recorded	in	“Zhongni	dizi	liezhuan”	and	“Fan	Sui	Cai	Ze	liezhan”	of	Shiji,	respectively.	Shiki	kaichū	kōshō,	3375–76,	3734–36.	
493	“Xianglie,”	Qianfulun	jianjiao,	312.	
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Wang	Fu’s	analogy	of	the	fertile	land	and	the	swift	horse	is	reminiscent	of	the	discussion	of	human	nature	in	Chunqiu	fanlu.	Just	as	rice	plants	have	the	potential	to	bear	rice	crops,	human	beings	are	born	with	certain	potentials,	which	can	be	recognized	by	physiognomy.	But	just	as	the	crops	need	a	farmer’s	work	to	be	harvested,	these	potentials	cannot	be	realized	without	effort.	They	do	not	actualize	on	their	own.	Thus,	for	Wang	Fu,	if	a	prediction	based	on	physiognomy	turns	out	to	be	wrong,	the	fault	is	not	necessarily	with	the	physiognomer,	but	probably	with	the	art	itself.	Even	if	the	physiognomer	were	telling	the	most	likely	course	of	the	future,	the	prediction	was	never	meant	to	be	infallible.	Wang	Fu’s	acceptance	of	other	divination	techniques	can	be	explained	in	a	similar	manner.	All	divination	techniques	are	effective	to	a	certain	extent,	but	the	important	point	is	that	effort	is	still	required.1	To	summarize,	at	one	extreme	end	of	the	theory	that	everyone	is	born	with	a	different	kind	of	ming,	the	future	is	seen	as	more	or	less	fixed,	and	no	personal	will	or	anthropomorphic	deity	has	the	power	to	change	what	is	predetermined.	At	the	other	end,	according	to	the	theory	that	there	are	three	kinds	of	ming	for	everyone,	even	though	everyone	is	born	with	a	predetermined	course	of	life,	the	future	is	always	susceptible	to	change.	In	that	world,	not	only	can	ghosts	and	spirits	influence	our	lives,	but	we	ourselves	can	shape	the	future	through	our	will.																																																									494	Kinney	argues	that	Wang	Fu	actually	rejects	shamanism	and	the	divination	by	the	five	tones	on	the	basis	of	the	negative	remarks	seen	in	the	“Bulie”	and	“Wulie”	chapters.	Kinney,	“Predestination	and	Prognostication	in	the	Ch’ien-Fu	Lun,”	36–45.	But	while	Wang	Fu	indeed	cautions	against	excessive	trust	in	these	techniques,	he	does	not	say	that	these	methods	are	entirely	groundless.	For	a	better	explanation	of	Wang	Fu’s	views	about	these	mantic	techniques,	see	Yahano	Takao	ȢɓʹˌȊ,	“Senpuron	gotokusi	hen	ni	miru	Ō	Fu	no	rekishi-kan,”	167–71.	
		 210	
	
Conclusion	
After	the	emergence	of	the	notion	of	predetermined	ming	in	the	late	Warring	States,	Han	dynasty	scholars	advanced	various	opinions	regarding	the	extent	to	which	it	dictates	our	lives.	On	one	hand,	there	were	scholars	like	Wang	Chong,	who	argued	that	everyone	is	born	with	a	different	kind	of	ming.	Some	are	born	to	die	old,	while	some	others	are	born	to	die	young.	And	still	others	are	born	to	die	by	some	accident,	even	though	they	were	born	strong	and	healthy.	He	acknowledges	cases	in	which	the	predetermined	course	of	life	is	not	realized,	but	this	is	not	because	a	person’s	ming	can	be	changed;	rather,	there	is	ming	of	a	higher	rank,	which	can	overrule	individuals’	ming.	The	ming	that	one	was	born	with	does	not	change	throughout	the	course	of	one’s	life.	Wang	Chong’s	concept	of	a	hierarchy	of	ming,	however,	implies	that	he	does	not	view	ming	as	a	force	that	dictates	every	single	event	in	the	world.	The	fact	that	one’s	personal	ming	remains	intact	as	long	as	it	does	not	conflict	with	the	ming	of	a	state	indicates	that	the	scope	of	the	latter	ming	is	narrower	than	that	of	the	former.	Similarly,	we	can	assume	that	one’s	personal	ming	does	not	cover	all	aspects	of	one’s	life.	Wang	Chong’s	philosophy	presents	a	life	in	which	we	have	limited	freedom	within	a	largely	fatalistic	world.	On	the	other	hand,	there	were	other	scholars	who	believed	that	even	if	a	person	is	born	with	a	predetermined	ming,	that	ming	is	still	subject	to	change,	
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depending	on	circumstances	in	one’s	life.	Our	ming	is	predetermined	at	birth	only	in	the	sense	that	we	are	born	with	certain	potentials.	Just	as	a	seed	of	a	rice	plant	is	born	with	a	potential	to	be	a	full-grown	plant	and	produce	rice	crops,	everyone	is	born	with	a	potential	to	live	a	long	and	blissful	life.	But	just	as	seeds	that	sprout	in	different	soils	have	different	chances	of	bearing	crops,	people	born	in	different	families	or	times	can	differ	in	their	potential	for	longevity	and	wealth.	When	a	person	does	not	live	up	to	his	or	her	predetermined	course	of	life,	it	could	be	attributed	to	two	factors:	unexpected	events	or	transformative	deeds.	Even	if	a	person	is	born	in	a	rich	family	in	peaceful	times,	he	or	she	could	still	die	early	because	of	an	accident.	Cases	like	this	may	be	explained	by	the	concept	of	encountered	ming,	as	the	person	seems	to	have	encountered	an	unexpected	event.	In	contrast,	there	may	be	people	who	are	born	poor	yet	achieve	wealth	through	hard	work.	Fates	of	these	people	can	be	explained	by	the	concept	of	ensuing	ming,	as	the	course	of	life	that	they	lived	appears	to	be	result	of	their	deeds	rather	than	the	natural	consequence	of	the	environment	that	they	were	born	into.	For	those	who	believe	that	one’s	predetermined	ming	is	alterable,	these	two	scenarios	are	always	open	possibilities.		It	is	difficult	to	assess	how	these	two	different	understandings	of	ming	were	received	by	the	people	in	the	Han	dynasty.1	Textual	evidence	suggests	that	the	set																																																									495	The	social	circumstances	of	the	times	could	have	affected	popularity	of	one	theory	over	the	other.	Yoshida	Teruko	opines	that	Wang	Chong’s	fatalism	reflects	a	stabilized	hierarchical	society.	Yoshida	Teruko	²ȇ
Ǳō,	“Ō	Jū	no	seisetsu,”	219.	While	such	statement	can	only	be	a	speculation,	Wang	Chong	indeed	lived	in	relatively	peaceful	times	between	the	turmoil	of	Xin	Ƅ	dynasty	(8	–	23	CE)	and	the	reign	of	Emperor	He	¾	(r.	88	–	105	CE),	which	historians	describe	as	the	start	of	Han	dynasty’s	decline.	Zufferey,	Wang	Chong,	73–74.	At	times	when	the	society	is	stable	and	class	mobility	is	limited,	more	people	may	have	believed	that	people	are	born	with	irreversibly	fixed	fates.	For	a	more	thorough	account	of	the	social	circumstances	of	the	1st	century	CE,	see	
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theory	seems	to	have	won	popular	support.	While	Wang	Chong’s	idea	of	fate	is	not	shared	by	other	contemporary	works,	there	are	at	least	three	influential	texts	from	more	or	less	the	same	time	period	that	subscribe	to	the	set	theory,	namely	Chunqiu	
fanlu,	Qianfulun,	and	Baihutong.	Also,	it	should	not	be	forgotten	that	the	Tang-dynasty	commentator	Kong	Yingda	also	endorses	the	set	theory.	Overall,	it	may	be	said	that	many	Chinese	thinkers	chose	to	believe	that	human	beings	are	still	free	to	shape	their	future	despite	acknowledging	that	we	are	born	with	a	predetermined	fate.	
																																																																																																																																																																					Bielenstein,	“Wang	Mang,	the	Restoration	of	the	Han	Dynasty,	and	Later	Han,”	251–90.	
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Conclusion 			This	dissertation	started	from	an	assumption	that	there	is	an	intimate	relationship	between	how	people	attempt	to	predict	the	future	and	how	they	perceive	their	fates.	For	example,	someone	who	believes	that	burning	an	animal	bone	can	be	an	effective	means	of	knowing	the	future	must	also	believe	in	the	existence	of	spirits	who	communicate	with	human	beings	through	the	bones	and	exercise	influence	on	our	lives.	To	them,	our	future	would	always	be	subject	to	the	wills	of	those	spirits.	On	the	other	hand,	someone	who	believes	that	one	can	predict	the	course	of	a	person’s	future	on	the	basis	of	the	time	of	his/her	birth	would	think	that	one’s	fate	is	decided	at	the	time	of	birth.	Even	though	one	may	rely	on	both	practices	at	the	same	time,	theoretically,	the	two	presuppose	mutually	incompatible	conceptions	about	fate	and	the	future.	The	future	can	be	mutable	in	the	former,	but	the	latter	sees	it	as	more	or	less	fixed.	Interestingly,	there	is	an	abundance	of	evidence	testifying	to	the	popularity	of	both	types	of	practices	during	the	Warring	States	period.	Transmitted	texts	such	as	“Guice	liezhuan”	tell	that	divination	by	turtle	shells	was	widely	practiced	even	into	the	Han	dynasty.496	And	bamboo	slips	discovered	from	the	Baoshan	tomb	have	provided	us	vivid	examples	of	how	a	person	in	the	4th	century	BCE	would	offer	
																																																								496	Shaughnessy,	“The	Composition	of	the	‘Zhouyi,’”	64–65.		
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sacrifices	to	various	spirits	following	divination	by	a	turtle	shell	and	yarrow	stalks.497	On	the	other	hand,	archaeological	discoveries	in	the	recent	decades	have	enabled	us	to	examine	various	fortune-telling	methods	which	we	had	little	knowledge	of	until	the	20th	century.	One	of	the	most	significant	discoveries	was	daybooks,	which	showed	how	the	early	Chinese	people	made	predictions	about	their	daily	lives	on	the	basis	of	the	sexagenary	cycle	of	days.	Some	sections	of	daybooks,	such	as	the	“shengzi”	section,	even	showed	examples	of	crude	predictions	on	the	basis	of	the	time	of	birth.	They	take	account	only	of	the	days	(and	not	the	year,	month,	or	time),	but	they	explicitly	foretell	what	kind	of	a	life	a	person	will	have	if	he	or	she	is	born	on	a	certain	day.498	In	the	first	two	chapters	of	my	dissertation,	I	explained	that	the	appearance	of	this	latter	type	of	fortune-telling	techniques	is	a	result	of	a	long	trend	that	started	from	the	Shang	dynasty	and	continued	until	the	Han	period.	During	this	time,	the	belief	in	the	power	of	anthropomorphic	spirits	weakened,	and	the	universe	was	gradually	conceived	of	as	working	in	regular	patterns.	The	diminishing	power	of	spirits	can	be	seen	through	changes	in	bone	divination.	Even	though	divination	by	turtle	shells	was	practiced	as	late	as	in	the	Han	period,	the	way	it	was	practiced	in	the	2nd	century	BCE	was	markedly	different	from	how	it	was	done	in	the	20th	century	BCE.	In	the	20th	century	BCE,	animal	bones																																																									497	For	an	English	translation	of	these	slips,	see	Cook,	Death	in	Ancient	China	the	Tale	of	One	Man’s	
Journey,	153–210.	
498	Poo,	“How	to	Steer	through	Life,”	117–22.	
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used	for	divination	were	not	prepared	in	any	special	way.499	Diviners	simply	examined	the	cracks	on	burnt	bones	to	interpret	the	messages	from	spirits.	Scholars	find	the	origin	of	this	practice	in	sacrifices:	after	a	sacrifice	to	a	spirit,	diviners	would	examine	the	bones	of	the	victim	to	verify	if	the	spirit	accepted	the	sacrifice.	In	the	Shang	period,	however,	diviners	began	to	re-use	a	single	piece	of	oracle	bone	multiple	times	by	carving	hollows	and	applying	heat	only	to	these	hollows.	The	fact	that	an	oracle	bone	could	be	re-used	for	divination	without	being	offered	as	a	sacrifice	meant	that	oracle	bones	no	longer	needed	to	secure	the	divinatory	power	from	spirits.	Thus,	divination	became	separated	from	sacrifice,	and	came	to	rely	on	the	power	of	oracle	bones	rather	than	spirits.	The	key	event	that	symbolizes	this	transition	in	the	postulated	source	of	power	is	the	use	of	turtle	shells	instead	of	animal	bones	because	turtles	were	never	used	for	sacrifices.500	But	aside	from	the	choice	of	turtle	shells	as	the	divinatory	tool,	the	way	in	which	Shang	diviners	tried	to	control	the	shape	of	cracks	on	oracle	bones,	so	that	they	would	always	form	a	shape	of	a	bu	̩	character,501	and	how	they	addressed	their	topics	of	divination	in	statements	rather	than	in	questions,	all	reflect	the	increasing	confidence	of	Shang	diviners	in	their	power	to	shape	the	future	as	they	wanted.502	Bone	divination	probably	started	as	a	genuine	inquiry	to	spirits	about	the	unknown,	but	in	later	times,	it	became	a	means	of	dictating	the	future	through	the																																																									499	Liu	Yuanlin	̘ОӅ,	“Bugu	de	gongzhi	zhishu	yanjin	guocheng	zhi	tantao,”	100–101.	
500	Li	Ling	Ϥ˒,	Zhongguo	fangshu	kao,	59.	
501	Park	Jaebok	Ϣ反ȭ,	“Sang	junggi	gabgol	ui	teugjing	gwa	geu	hyeongseong	gwajeong	gochal,”	10.	
502	Nivison	et	al.,	“The	‘Question’	Question”;	Keightley,	“Late	Shang	Divination,”	20–27.	
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power	of	turtle	shells.	The	diminishing	power	of	spirits	is	further	confirmed	in	the	new	forms	of	divination	that	appeared	in	the	Eastern	Zhou	period.	A	4th	century	BCE	manuscript,	commonly	referred	to	as	the	Chu	Silk	Manuscript,	still	describes	the	universe	as	run	by	spirits,	but	these	spirits	are	now	depicted	as	responsible	for	the	creation	and	management	of	cosmic	cycles.503	For	example,	the	manuscript	tells	that	there	are	different	deities	in	charge	of	the	four	seasons	and	the	twelve	months	of	a	year.	In	later	divination	texts,	the	relationship	between	spirits	and	cosmic	cycles	becomes	precisely	the	reverse,	and	the	movements	of	deities	are	completely	regulated	by	cosmic	cycles.	In	the	“Xingde”	text	found	in	Mawangdui,	spirits	like	the	“Master	of	Rain”	or	“Earl	of	Wind,”	which	must	have	been	originally	conceived	of	as	willful	beings,	are	described	as	mechanically	moving	around	the	nine	residences	(jiugong	(ͱ)	following	a	cycle	of	the	Five	Phases.	And	just	as	spirits	were	regarded	as	having	less	power	and	freedom	to	command	the	world,	we	see	an	increasing	belief	in	the	rigidity	of	cosmic	cycles.	In	the	Chu	Silk	Manuscript,	there	is	a	strict	warning	about	the	possibility	of	disruptions	to	cycles.	If	people	did	not	show	proper	respect	to	the	deities,	they	would	deviate	from	their	normal	patterns.	This	idea	of	possible	disruptions	to	cosmic	cycles	may	have	been	a	natural	consequence	of	imperfect	scientific	knowledge.	For	example,	because	the	early	Chinese	people	thought	that	Jupiter’s	orbital	cycle	is	twelve	years	(whereas	the	true	period	is	slightly	shorter,	11.86	years),	they	sometimes	saw																																																									503	For	the	most	recent	English	translation	of	this	entire	manuscript,	see	Cook	and	Major,	Defining	Chu,	171–76.	
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Jupiter	as	skipping	one	of	its	waystations,	a	phenomenon	referred	to	as	chaochen	ʓ
口	(overstepping	a	lodge).	But	when	we	examine	divination	texts	from	the	late	Warring	States	and	Han	periods,	we	find	that	the	cycles	used	as	the	basis	of	divination	could	practically	never	err.	The	rigidity	of	these	cycles	was	secured	either	by	relying	on	a	real	but	simple	astronomical	phenomenon,	such	as	the	rotation	of	the	asterism	Beidou	Ɓ	(The	Northern	Dipper),	or	by	postulating	imaginary	stars,	which	could	in	principle	never	deviate	from	their	predetermined	cycles.	Thus,	the	belief	in	the	efficacy	and	rigidity	of	cosmic	cycles	seems	to	have	outpaced	scientific	observation.	In	the	second	part	of	the	dissertation,	I	showed	how	the	growing	belief	in	the	patterned	universe	contributed	to	the	formation	of	the	idea	of	predetermined	fate,	and	how	the	problem	of	personal	freedom	was	discussed	in	the	Han	dynasty.	When	people	thought	that	the	world	was	run	by	willful	deities,	they	may	have	believed	that	tragic	events	were	the	results	of	whims	of	those	deities,	but	they	would	have	hardly	believed	that	such	tragedies	were	part	of	the	allotment	that	they	were	born	with,	or	that	they	could	do	nothing	about	it.	The	reason	why	early	Shang	diviners	performed	sacrifices	and	examined	the	bones	of	the	victims	was	probably	to	make	sure	that	deities	were	satisfied	with	their	offerings	and	thus	not	cause	any	harm.	In	other	words,	the	Shang	people	must	have	thought	that	they	had	the	means	to	affect	the	decisions	of	deities.	However,	as	the	conceptions	of	the	universe	changed	in	the	Eastern	Zhou	period,	there	were	also	changes	in	how	people	perceived	unexpected	calamities.	We	
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can	notice	the	change	in	texts	as	early	as	the	Analects:	Confucius	sometimes	remarks	that	the	death	of	his	favorite	disciple	Yan	Yuan	and	the	illness	of	Boniu	were	caused	by	ming,	a	term	that	has	been	long	interpreted	to	mean	something	like	“allotment.”	Confucius	seems	to	have	believed	that	there	is	nothing	an	individual	can	do	to	change	ming.	But	the	concept	of	ming	portrayed	in	the	Analects	has	yet	to	carry	the	sense	of	absolute	inevitability.	In	the	Analects,	the	universe	is	still	perceived	as	run	by	a	willful	god,	Heaven,	which	retains	the	power	to	change	ming	whenever	it	so	desires.	What	is	new	in	Analects	is	Confucius’	disapproval	of	the	conventional	means	of	affecting	Heaven’s	decision,	namely	sacrifices	and	prayers.	Even	when	he	was	seriously	ill,	Confucius	is	portrayed	as	unwilling	to	make	prayers	to	extend	his	life.	His	reluctance	to	participate	in	these	practices	is	consistent	with	his	belief	that	there	is	nothing	that	an	individual	can	do	to	change	ming.	The	sense	of	absolute	inevitability	appears	in	the	Warring	States	period,	when	the	word	ming	acquired	a	new	meaning:	one’s	inborn	course	of	life.	Particularly	noticeable	is	a	story	in	Lüshi	chunqiu	of	a	boy	who	was	predicted	at	his	birth	to	encounter	inescapable	misfortune.	The	story,	which	refers	to	the	boy’s	tragic	fate	as	ming,	reflects	two	new	ideas:	that	a	person’s	fate	is	decided	at	birth,	and	that	the	fate	is	predictable.	A	similar	understanding	of	fate	can	be	read	from	sections	like	“shengzi”	and	“renzi”	of	daybooks,	where	prognostications	about	people’s	lives	are	given	on	the	basis	of	their	birthdays.	The	appearance	of	this	new	sense	of	ming	is	associated	with	changes	in	the	
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conception	of	Heaven	at	the	time.	In	Mencius,	Heaven	is	still	depicted	as	a	willful	god,	but	Mencius	sees	patterns	in	Heaven’s	behavior.	Even	though	this	pattern	is	not	a	kind	of	natural	law	which	Heaven	must	obey,	the	recognition	of	patterns	in	the	cosmos	is	a	noticeable	difference	between	Mencius	and	the	Analects.	And	just	as	Heaven	has	a	predetermined	course	that	it	should	follow,	Mencius	argues	that	everyone	has	a	proper	path	of	life	that	we	are	supposed	to	follow.	He	refers	to	this	path	as	“correct	ming.”		It	is	evident	that	Mencius	did	not	think	of	“correct	ming”	as	a	kind	of	fate.	Rather,	correct	ming	is	a	kind	of	life	that	we	must	endeavor	to	achieve,	not	something	that	occurs	inevitably.	But	in	the	Han	dynasty,	his	distinction	between	correct	and	non-correct	ming	came	to	be	interpreted	as	referring	to	different	kinds	of	fates	that	one	can	have,	and	it	became	the	basis	of	a	new	idea	that	explained	people’s	lives	in	terms	of	three	kinds	of	ming:	correct	ming,	encountered	ming,	and	ensuing	ming.	Correct	ming	is	the	fate	of	a	person	who	lives	a	long	life	in	wealth,	while	the	other	two	kinds	of	ming	refer	to	less	fortunate	fates.	In	the	Han	dynasty,	there	were	two	competing	understandings	of	the	three	kinds	of	ming.	Some	people	saw	that	everyone	was	born	with	one	of	the	three	kinds	of	ming,	while	some	others	believed	that	the	possibilities	of	all	three	kinds	of	ming	coexisted	in	a	person.	The	former	view	is	thoroughly	articulated	by	Wang	Chong,	who	argued	that	everyone’s	ming	is	determined	at	birth	and	does	not	change	in	the	course	of	one’s	life.	His	philosophy	represents	probably	the	most	extreme	case	of	fatalism	in	China.	He	not	only	believed	that	things	like	lifespan,	wealth,	occupation	
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and	even	moral	tendencies	are	all	predetermined,	but	further	argued	that	ming	controls	even	the	process	of	its	realization.	Thus,	for	Wang	Chong,	when	someone’s	action	contributed	to	the	realization	of	someone	else’s	ming,	that	action	had	to	have	been	preordained	by	ming.	In	this	way,	his	philosophy	does	not	leave	much	room	for	personal	freedom.	Those	who	argued	that	a	single	person	can	have	all	three	kinds	of	ming	also	claimed	that	a	person’s	ming	is	determined	at	birth,	but	they	did	not	believe	that	this	
ming	is	completely	fixed,	as	Wang	Chong	did.	The	correct	ming,	or	great	ming,	refers	to	the	kind	of	life	in	which	we	maximize	our	potential	for	wealth	and	longevity,	and	the	other	two	kinds	of	ming	refer	to	deviation	from	great	ming,	which	can	result	from	unexpected	changes	in	outside	circumstances	or	from	personal	conduct.	For	example,	despite	being	born	healthy,	those	who	live	in	times	of	a	war,	or	those	with	harmful	habits,	can	still	die	young.	If	the	cause	is	the	former,	the	changed	fate	is	called	encountered	ming,	and	if	the	cause	is	the	latter,	it	is	called	ensuing	ming.	In	this	way,	the	theory	of	three	kinds	of	ming	secures	the	possibility	of	personal	freedom	even	after	accepting	the	idea	that	everyone	is	born	with	a	predetermined	fate.	The	predetermined	course	is	only	a	blueprint,	and	following	it	depends	on	our	will.	 The	disparity	in	degrees	of	personal	freedom	postulated	by	the	two	views	of	
ming	leads	to	a	difference	in	attitude	toward	divination.	Scholars	like	Wang	Chong,	who	believed	that	ming	is	absolutely	predetermined	and	inevitable,	regarded	most	of	the	popular	fortune-telling	techniques	as	spurious.	The	only	method	that	he	
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believed	to	be	a	true	means	of	predicting	a	persons’	future	was	physiognomy.	The	reason	why	physiognomy	could	be	an	exception	to	his	criticism	has	to	be	related	to	the	fact	that	physiognomy	offers	no	means	of	changing	the	predicted	future.	It	is	the	only	fortune-telling	technique	that	does	not	contradict	his	philosophy,	which	is	that	the	universe	runs	in	a	predetermined	course,	and	no	human	beings	can	change	that	course.	Thus,	for	Wang	Chong,	any	technique	that	claims	to	help	someone	to	direct	the	future	to	the	way	one	desires	would	be	arguing	for	what	is	impossible.	On	the	other	hand,	those	who	saw	that	the	future	is	predetermined	yet	not	completely	immutable	saw	little	harm	in	divination.	Wang	Fu	warned	against	excessive	belief	in	various	divination	techniques,	but	he	accepted	that	they	can	be	used	for	one’s	benefit.	For	him,	the	future	is	what	we	make	of	it,	and	if	by	relying	on	these	techniques	one	can	better	navigate	through	one’s	life,	there	would	be	little	reason	to	reject	them.	At	the	end	of	the	final	chapter,	I	remarked	that	although	it	is	difficult	to	accurately	assess	the	extent	to	which	the	views	of	Wang	Chong	or	Wang	Fu	were	accepted	by	the	Han	people,	textual	evidence	supports	the	prevalence	of	Wang	Fu’s	view.	Many	influential	texts	of	the	Later	Han	dynasty,	such	as	Baihutong	and	
Chunqiu	fanlu,	share	his	view,	and	the	fact	that	Wang	Chong	spent	so	much	energy	to	criticize	various	divination	practices	of	the	time	suggests	that	many	people	saw	the	future	and	the	fate	as	alterable.	In	hindsight,	Wang	Chong’s	philosophy	appears	to	be	a	logical	conclusion	of	the	changes	in	the	conceptions	of	the	universe	and	fate	that	started	from	the	early	
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Shang	period.	In	Wang	Chong’s	world,	there	are	no	ghosts	and	spirits	who	can	influence	a	person’s	life,	and	a	person’s	fate	is	entirely	controlled	by	ming,	which	is	in	turn	determined	by	the	movements	of	the	stars	at	the	time	of	his/her	birth.	But	interestingly	enough,	his	idea	of	fate	was	incompatible	with	contemporary	divination	practices,	which	were	another	side	of	the	same	changes	that	led	to	his	fatalism.	And	the	view	that	human	beings	have	practically	no	control	over	their	future	may	have	been	too	extreme	to	gain	wide	acceptance.	In	this	vein,	the	idea	that	there	are	three	different	kinds	of	ming	in	a	single	person	may	have	been	the	practical	endpoint	of	the	changes	discussed	in	this	dissertation.	Those	who	believed	in	this	idea	acknowledge	that	fates	of	individuals	are	more	or	less	determined	at	birth,	and	therefore,	they	can	make	predictions	about	a	person’s	future.	But	they	also	believed	that	the	predetermined	path	is	alterable.	Thus,	if	a	certain	path	is	predicted	to	be	inauspicious,	they	could	always	opt	to	take	a	different	path	to	escape	the	harm.	To	summarize,	as	the	idea	of	the	universe	working	in	predictable	patterns	gained	wider	acceptance	in	the	Warring	States	period,	the	idea	of	a	predetermined	fate	appeared	along	with	various	new	means	of	predicting	the	future.	But	this	change	in	the	conception	of	the	universe	never	resulted	in	a	complete	determinism.	The	philosophy	of	Wang	Chong,	who	argued	that	everyone	is	born	with	irreversible	
ming,	probably	represents	the	most	extreme	case	of	fatalism	in	China,	but	his	thought	does	not	seem	to	have	won	popular	support.	Instead,	the	idea	of	predetermination	was	widely	accepted	only	at	a	level	that	did	not	contradict	with	
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the	practice	of	divination.	The	general	belief	of	the	Han	period	was	that	the	future,	including	one’s	fate,	is	predictable,	but	the	predicted	future	is	always	changeable.	
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12	monthly	generals,	94–95,	97	
liuren,	92,	94–95,	97,	113	four	schemes	sike,	97	Shi	Gai,	74–76	
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shuzigua,	see	Number	sets	
Siming	(God	of	Lifespan),	115–116,	202	Spirits	cyclical,	85,	96,	98,	103,	105–106,	111	Xing	and	De,	96,	103–109,	151,	216	
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perforatum),	45	Sui	(imaginary	star),	98,	100,	102,	103	Taisui,	99–103	
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wuxing,	see	Five	Phases	Wu	Zixu,	183–185,	190	
Xiaojing	Yuanshenqi,	160,	202	
xibu	(repeated	divination),	46,	58,	60,	62	threefold	divination,	56–57	
Xicizhuan,	13–14,	20–21,	46,	48–49,	51–52,	59–62,	83	Xunzi,	84,	102,	176,	178,	180,	196	Yan	Hui	(Yan	Yuan),	126,	137,	158,	193–194,	200,	218	Yarrow,	2,	3,	8,	11–18,	20–22,	42–49,	54–56,	60–62,	64,	68,	214	herbal	use,	45	
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Zhougong	bufa,	47,	49,	61	
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